How can oral health care providers determine if patients have dry mouth?
Dentists recognize the importance of saliva in maintaining oral health and often are familiar with the clinical effects an insufficient salivary flow can have on oral tissues. A variety of medical conditions and medications can alter salivary secretion and composition. Typically, diagnosis of hyposalivation is made only after damage has occurred to the oral tissues. The author describes a series of clinical steps that, if followed properly, may help in the early detection of salivary gland hypofunction and prevention of its severe complications. This four-step approach includes identifying a patient's chief complaint and the symptoms and duration of illness that brought the patient to the dentist, as well as any approaches the patient took to relieve symptoms; obtaining a medical history that includes a review of the body systems; performing a clinical evaluation that notes the patient's overall condition in addition to the health and functioning of the salivary glands and oral soft and hard tissues; and, when needed, conducting further diagnostic evaluations. Oral health care providers will continue to face the challenges of treating new and recurrent carious lesions if the profession's approach to salivary hypofunction remains reactive rather than proactive. The recommendations in this article may enhance clinicians' awareness of the objective methods used to identify patients with salivary gland hypofunction or those at risk of developing it. It is hoped that early identification of asymptomatic patients at risk of developing hyposalivation, as well as symptomatic patients will lower the incidence and prevalence of dental caries and fungal infection in this population and ultimately enhance their quality of life.